Relationship self-regulation is a way for couples to work on their relationships by becoming reflective about them, by setting goals for improvement, and by following up with efforts to be a better partner. Reflection is an important process in relationship self-regulation addressed in this study. The aim of this study is to analyse relationship self-regulation narratives after a relationship education intervention. Ten married partners (age 33-43 years) participated in a four-day reflective experiential relationship education programme intervention. The study investigated couples' experiences of working on their relationship after the intervention. Two focus groups were conducted and narrative analysis was used. Four common themes emerged: becoming aware of one's inner reactions and re-appraisals, learning to be sensitive, noticing one's own habitual responses and making choice, and experimenting in the relationship. These themes are discussed by applying a couple relationship self-regulation conceptual framework. We revealed that relationship self-regulation emerged as a process of regulation of intrapersonal emotional reactions to partner. Reflectivity in relationship self-regulation may be defined as focusing on oneself, trying to understand one's own feelings and needs, experimenting to meet these needs, and exploring resources. The research focuses on the study of meaning making and on the reflection processes of partners in couple relationship self-regulation.
couple relationships and proposed the term couple relationship self-regulation. There are studies that have attempted to measure relationship self-regulation (Gredler & Schwartz, 1997) , and dyadic self-regulation in couples (Butner, Diamond, & Hicks, 2007; Fitzsimons & Finkel, 2012; Schoebi, 2008; Wilson, Charker, Lizzio, Halford, & Kimlin, 2005) . The relationship self-change (termed as relationship self-regulation) is conceptualised as a common pathway for couple relationship education and relationship satisfaction, and as a mediator for change (Halford, 2011) . Relationship self-change (relationship self-regulation) is assumed to occur in at least two different ways:
by engaging in a couple relationship education project and by becoming reflective or by monitoring one's own behaviour, or by specifically targeted and taught relationship self-regulation competences (Halford, 2011) such as self-appraisal, self-directed goal setting, self-implementation of change, and self-evaluation of change efforts (Halford et al., 1994) . According to Halford, Wilson, Lizzio, and Moore (2002) , relationship self-regulation increased through teaching and enhanced the maintenance of relationship satisfaction in distressed couples.
There are important notions that each partner, instead of targeting and blaming the other for relationship troubles, attends to oneself (Hira & Overall, 2011) . According to the strength model of self-regulation, all acts of self-regulation draw on a single, limited resource called self-regulatory strength (Baumeister, Vohs, & Tice, 2007; Muraven & Baumeister, 2000) observable as the self-regulatory ability available to the individual pursuing a given goal with actions of self-control. Another notion of relationship self-regulation is a reflection of each partner individually and/or conjointly exercised about relationship. Then personal responsibility is taken to enhance the relationship (Halford, 2011) . Thus, two major relationship self-regulation aspects can be distinguished: effort and reflectivity/monitoring. Effort is needed to "shield commitment to a chosen action against competing action tendencies" (Koole, Kuhl, Jostmann, & Finkenauer, 2006, p. 362) . "Monitoring one's pattern of behaviour and the cognitive and environmental conditions under which occurs is the first step towards doing something to affect it" (Bandura, 2001, p. 8) . So the question of what works in couples relationship education is still open. Is self-control the mediator of change? Does relationship education need to enhance it by teaching a structured curriculum? Or maybe change is promoted by partners committing and learning to reflect and monitor their relationship?
The control function of relationship self-regulation was studied after structured couple relationship programmes such as Prevention and Relationship Education Program (PREP), Couple Commitment and Relationship Enhancement (Couple CARE), and Couples Coping Enhancement Training (CCET) (Halford & Bodenmann, 2013) . Monitoring and reflective functioning in relationship self-regulation have not received the attention of researchers. Most of the studies do not follow up on the self-regulation process after a couple has participated in an educational programme. Moreover, studies by Cornelius and Galen (2007) and Christensen and Baucom (2005) make the point that, by evaluating predicted outcomes, we miss the holistic picture of how couples integrate intervention. For example, we may know that an experiential programme is effective in promoting marital intimacy (Hickmon, By investigating the experience of working on relationships as narrated by the participants themselves, we expected a rich yield of data on how learning from relationship education is absorbed by couples into their lives after an intervention. The aim of the present study is to analyse relationship self-regulation narratives after the relationship education intervention. We focused on experiences in which partners were making the effort to self-regulate their relationship in everyday interactions.
Method
The reasons for choosing narrative methodology to explore work on relationships were following: 1) Our research strategy was based on the premises that storytelling is considered a natural human impulse (White, 1981) and a primary way of making sense of experience (Mishler, 1986) . 2) Individuals, when creating meaning from experience, often organise non-systematic encounters into coherent stories (Chamberlain, Stephens, & Lyons, 1997) . It is particularly relevant to focus on participants' specific stories, which are real for them. A qualitative research approach within the social constructivism paradigm was used: focus groups were used for data collection and a narrative approach was employed for data analysis.
Description of the Intervention
Reflective Experiential Couple Education (RECE) is an experience and reflection oriented intervention that may help a couple work on their relationship. RECE is a non-religious relationship education programme that focuses on developing awareness in couples' relationships by inviting them to participate in diverse experiential activities and to learn by reflection. It is based on the experiential education model reviewed by Itin (1999) as well as on the reflection model of Boud, Cohen, and Walker (1993) . The philosophical background of RECE is based on the ideas of J. Dewey (Wong & Pugh, 2001) , which hold that merely having an experience is not the same as learning from it. According to Greenaway (2007) , experience can be relived: an individual reflects on his or her lived experience and then interprets and generalises this experience to form inner knowledge that can be represented, expressed, and transferred to new situations. Learners personally engage with the learning process.
The program was conducted over two extended weekends. The RECE program consisted of various outdoor and indoor activities, designed for challenging experiences (see Table 1 for a description). The framework is originally conceived by the authors of this article. 
Participants
Ten people (five couples) out of sixteen participants (eight couples) of RECE, aged from 33 to 43 years agreed to participate. One group was composed of women and one of men. The argument for this separation was that partners seemed to feel more at ease speaking about couple relationships in the absence of their partners, allowing researches to be sensitive to the relational aspects of the inquiry and to the power relationship in couple, while keeping in mind that sensitive topics are relationally defined (Hydén & Bülow, 2003) . All couples had been married for between eight and thirteen years and had between one and five children. One woman was in her second marriage; all other participants were in their first marriage. All participants were university graduates living in the capital city, and all were employed, except two women who were on maternity leave at the time of inquiry.
Participants signed a consent form for participation, which allowed for the recording and transcription of the discussions. All participants were informed of their rights to refuse or to discontinue their participation in the study.
Assigning different names in the transcribed material allowed participants' identities to be concealed.
Procedure
Two focus groups were conducted during two slots of 1.5 hours each with a 30-minute break in between. Two psychologists with experience in qualitative research moderated the semi-structured focus groups. This allowed participants to freely narrate their experiences. Discussions were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The research location was at the premises of a consulting company in Lithuania known for its expertise in the area of experiential learning.
Participants were invited to reflect on their experiences and relate what they learned to their situation at home.
Narratives were elicited in follow-up focus groups six months after the delivery of the RECE program. The participants were asked: "Could you remember a situation, an example or a moment about working on relationship, which you could relate to this couple training event?" Follow-up questions such as "Tell me more about that" and "What did you mean by that?" were used for clarification and elaboration.
Analytic Procedures
Researchers analysed transcripts of conversations that occurred naturally during the focus group. Narrative analysis (Fraser, 2004) was begun by identifying narratives. The criteria for identifying narratives were the following: a. The narrative indicated an actual day-to-day experience lived and remembered by a participant; b. A segment of a given participant's lived experience was described with elements of sequence and relation to context.
An inductive coding procedure (Braun & Clarke, 2006 ) was used to generate codes from narratives. Initial coding involved reading the transcripts and making notes as well as looking through notes and observations made during the focus group and transcription. Meanings were induced from stories constructed by participants. Emergent sub-themes were developed from these codes and clustered with related themes. Researches independently went through each transcript and came together to form a consensus of the sub-themes and themes. Sub-themes consisted of detailed summaries of the interview at the first level of analysis, and academic narratives at the second level were defined.
Different aspects of the emergent themes were discussed in order to increase the trustworthiness (Creswell & Miller, 2000) of the study and were finalised after mutually agreed mapping. Each theme was reviewed and refined in light of the dual criteria for internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity (Patton, 1990) . Reading and reducing the research material was a creative process that was guided by constant reflection on the research question, transcripts and observation material. The interpretation procedure was grounded in discursive psychology, with a focus on talk as action (Edwards, 1997) , and was based on detailed transcripts. The last step in interpreting the data involved a critical, in-depth understanding of the theme, where researchers' professional psychological knowledge was taken into account. Academic narratives were defined based on the personal stories of research participants.
Limitations of the Study
This study used data collected from only two groups: one male and one female. Using focus groups might also have caused some caveats. Dominant speakers no doubt influenced some of the participants, which affected the narratives and their course. We were using an "each participant has their own time to speak" strategy to allocate time and space for each participant in order to counter-balance the dominance of some of the participants in the group.
Obviously, personal and professional history and preferences for experiential learning as well as the double role of facilitating the RECE and undertaking the research may have influenced the course of this study. Sharing a similar cultural background with the participants (Tracy, 2010) and not being far off in terms of age allowed for better rapport but may have caused oversights on a cultural level. A third researcher, who was unfamiliar with the RECE and gestalt therapy, was brought in to provide an additional perspective (Hill et al., 2005) . This helped to note the biases and enhance the integrity of the findings (Yeh & Inman, 2007) .
Findings and Interpretation
The map of themes and sub-themes is shown in Figure 1 . Four themes were discerned: becoming aware of and re-appraising inner reactions, learning to be sensitive, choosing between the old and the new, and experimenting in the relationship.
Awareness of Inner Reactions and Re-Appraisal
Participants noticed that they were able to "stand aside" in an intense emotional interaction. The ability to abstain from expressing all negative feelings spontaneously emerged from the conversation of both men and women. It was important for participants to re-define the situation, by dramatising less and re-appraising negative feelings so that they seem less tragic. Miscommunication evoked irritation, but it was no longer seen as Awareness of inner reactions is one of the important factors in the self-regulatory process. This finding is in line with other empirical studies (Diamond & Aspinwall, 2003) . Gross and Thompson (2007) assert that the self-regulatory process most likely draws upon cognitive resources linked to the regulation of emotions. Increasing metacognitive awareness of one's thoughts diminishes the tendency to become immersed in thoughts or emotions (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Dijksterhuis & Nordgren, 2006; Moore & Malinowski, 2009; Strack & Deutsch, 2004) .
Learning to Be Sensitive
Partners made efforts to turn to each other in difficult situations instead of succumbing to negative feelings and blaming. This process was followed up by partners discovering and noticing things of importance to each other. 
5). It changed me personally." (435, MB4)
The same sub-theme of "labelling less" appeared in the men's focus group.
Hamamci (2005) reports that most people have little or no awareness of their dysfunctional relationship beliefs.
By focusing on sensitivities occurring within the relationship, couples may improve their relationship (Parr, Boyle, & Tejada, 2008) . As partners become more aware of how they communicate with each other, they gain a better understanding of their own ineffective communication patterns.
Noticing Habitual Responses and Making Choices
Participants spoke about their habitual responses toward their partners. The following example (Table 2) shows a participant describing her repetitive, anxious reaction to her partner being late coming home from work and accepting responsibility for her feelings. Transcription symbols are used according to Kogan (1998) . Halford et al. (1994) suggested that relationship self-regulation consists of another meta-competency -self-directed goal setting. It involves defining specific, actionable goals for changing one's behaviour based on a self-appraisal.
Self-implementation of change is the process whereby partners take active steps to implement their self-defined goals. Our study contrasted this conceptualisation, because we saw how the process of change was not linear, not straightforward, and not entirely rational. For example, one participant described how difficult it was to ask for what she wanted from her partner, even knowing the benefit of this action from her learning experience. She was in discomfort after she had behaved in her habitual way and had not decided to try something new.
According to Stern (2004) , change is based on lived experience. We assume that once partners get a sense that they can choose to respond in a habitual way or try a different response, and then they increase their self-regulation ability.
Experimenting in the Relationship
RECE provided opportunities for safe and challenging experiences. Narratives from the focus group revealed relationship-enhancing behaviours. One participant reported that he has started to talk more to each other. Once they were home, some participants felt encouraged to keep engaging in open and potentially confrontational discussions by not avoiding unpleasant topics in the relationship. They dared to talk about difficulties. In the men's focus group, this was named the "not-wrapped in-cotton-wool" narrative. Some men reported their unwillingness to voice the difficult truth when it emerged, trying to avoid evoking partner's negative response. One participant reported feelings of weakness saying that he used to act in the "wrapped-in-cotton-wool" way because he was anticipating a "storm of discontent" from his partner: Another participant said that he gave himself permission to experiment, and he did so with enthusiasm. He allowed his partner to do her project instead of taking over and doing it all himself. He explained the experience in the following manner:
"When parking is complicated, she does it the way she wants. This is her project. I know that I can park.
I have a different relation to this scenario now and I want to act differently too . . . not to take this pleasure or fun of learning away from her" (325, VD5).
Couples started experimenting with new ways of relating when they felt it was safe to do so. Then feelings of enthusiasm, rather than anxiety, prevailed. Safety is important for being able to look inward and get more relief and acceptance (Sager & Sager, 2005) . A safe environment makes partners feel comfortable in expressing themselves and helps guard against lapses into destructive conflict (Halford, 2011) .
Discussion
This study aimed to explore the relationship self-regulation of couples as narrated by the participants themselves.
Both partners from among the participating couples were involved in intervention for couples and research afterwards. The findings of this study can be transferred to similar situations, but they cannot be generalised for all couples' relationships.
All participants noted that they became more aware of their own reactions and thoughts. The participants showed signs of becoming aware of their feelings and needs. They could follow up this awareness by choosing to act upon their impulses or by withdrawing and responding differently. This process of awareness repeats in cycles.
We assume that participants' awareness expanded and included wishes and impulses that might have previously gone unnoticed. We see this expansion of awareness as a natural learning process for individuals and for couples describing how reflectivity might act as a mediating factor in relationship self-regulation (Halford, 2011) . Baumeister, Gailliot, DeWall, & Oaten (2006) outline that self-regulation is a monitoring process involving self-awareness and the feedbacks loop. It can be strengthened via exercise. Baumeister and Stillman (2008) propose "that the connection between self-regulation and close relationships is reciprocal: healthy close relationships not only follow good self-regulation, they actually strengthen self-regulation" (p. 1).
An analysis of the text uncovered participants' relationship self-regulation. They refrained from quick, unconsidered comments whilst enduring impulses to react. Such reflective processes included: looking at oneself in a detached way, focusing on one's own feelings and wishes, naming, taking responsibility of them and applying in different situations. Partners that are having difficulties in their relationship usually blame each other for misunderstandings.
According to our findings, accepting responsibility for one's own reactions is an inward action in relationship regulation. Regulation of intrapersonal emotional reactions could create attitudes that people can become more conscious of, which in turn helps them manage their responses to their partner. Partners make voluntary efforts to regulate emotions (Gross, 2007) .
Acknowledging misunderstandings in communication and learning about sensitivity to oneself and to others as narrated by the participants in our study support findings from other studies. As summarised by Diamond and Aspinwall (2003) , "optimal emotion regulation is continually sensitive to changing goals and contexts" (p. 149).
Their main idea is that social partners continue to serve as external emotion "regulators" over the course of life.
We have discovered that relationship self-regulation emerged as the process of regulating intrapersonal emotional responses to a partner. A change mechanism helps partners to see each other through "softening" lenses (Davis, Lebow, & Sprenkle, 2012) . The participants in our study reported efforts to learn to be sensitive to their partners and to recognise misunderstandings in communication.
We encountered different meanings that participants constructed about working on their relationships in the intervention that they all experienced together. Winitzky and Kauchak (1997) from experience is constructed. This study suggests that relationship self-regulation after couple relationship education is complex and varied. Some participants reported that they ceased avoiding tense conversations and questioned their own usual patterned roles, while others pointed out reflectivity on response to partner. Illeris (2007) found that "the more complex the type of individual acquisition is, the more likely it is that the learning could be characterised as experiential" (Illeris, 2007, p. 93) . We think that simplification and a focus on a deliberate goal-oriented component of self-regulation does not represent the full complexity of processes that partners experience in real life. Relationship self-regulation may not only be perceived as series deliberate, planned actions in working on couple's relationship. Our study highlights that relationship self-regulation emerged as focusing on oneself, trying to understand one's own feelings and needs, experimenting to meet these needs, and exploring resources.
We are aware that "mediation effects might be moderated by pre-intervention levels of the mediator" (Halford & Bodenmann, 2013, p. 521) . It is not enough to observe mediating factors in assessing the effectiveness of relationship education. It is very important to note what couples bring with them before the intervention as risk factors as well as their level of relationship satisfaction, which may be important in this situation (Halford & Bodenmann, 2013 ). This has not been included in our research, and it should be considered in future studies.
Conclusions
The goals of couple intervention are, by definition, long term in nature. This study revealed that couples continue to work on their relationship six months after the intervention. Self-regulation in couple relationships, narrated by the partners themselves, has important aspects of partners' continuous awareness of their inner reactions, learning to be sensitive to one another, choosing or not new path in behaviour, and experimenting in the relationship.
The variety and multidimensionality of meanings was constructed from the same experience of intervention.
Partners learned something they did not expect to learn. Our findings allowed us to get a minor glimpse of the complexity of couple behaviour after relationship education. A qualitative study of mechanisms of change in relationships after intervention leaves many questions unanswered. For example, how the awareness of inner reactions is used by partners one or five years later; what the processes of dyadic self-regulation are; what the inner resources are used by a couple to redirect habitual reactions; how they naturally create space for experimenting with new things in their relationship.
Implications for Reflective Experiential Couple Education Practice
The integration of intervention experience is a nonlinear process. Individuals expand their awareness in context with their partner, but the process is volatile and needs some support in the form of counselling sessions afterwards, or sequential couple intervention sessions to ground the insights in daily life. Notes i) Meta-narrative "is a global or totalising cultural narrative schema which orders and explains knowledge and experience" (Stephens & McCallum, 1998) .
